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Introduction
As an artistic apex of Chinese 
literature, poetry in Tang China is 
an important and valuable object 
of study and Chan/Zen (C in 
Chinese) Buddhism is 
indispensable in the study of 
poetry from the Tang dynasty.
After Buddhism was firstly spread 
into China during Han Dynasty 
(202 B.C.E.—220 C.E.), it gradually 
became part of Chinese culture 
and in the Tang Dynasty (618 
C.E.—901 C.E.), Chan/Zen 
Buddhism thrived to an 
unprecedented degree in China, 
affecting many fields of Chinese 
culture, especially poetic 
literature.
Jia Dao’s Biography
Jia Dao (779-843), was one of 
the most important Tang poets, 
whose impacts affected poetic 
literature during the late Tang, 
early Song and later times.
He was a Buddhist monk in his 
early years, but gave up monastery 
life and devoted himself to passing 
the civil service examination (then 
required to obtain a government 
position). He died soon right after  
he was given an assignment to be 
a government official in South 
China.
Comments:
Therefore, according to Jia’s
background and the historical 
context of the Late Tang, it is valid 
for modern readers to study and 
interpret the thoughts in Jia’s
poems through a Chan/Zen 
Buddhist view.
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Looking for a hermit but not 
meeting him
Below a pine tree I asked a lad,
He said the master went to
collect medicinal herbs.
Just on this mountain,
Somewhere unknown and deep
behind the clouds. 
Comments:
As one of Jia Dao’s most famous 
poems, there can both be a 
Buddhist view or a Daoist view here 
in the poetry—mountain located in 
deep clouds is a very typical image, 
conveying a kind of mistiness and 
the mystery of religious belief. 
Jia adopted mountain and clouds to 
show a kind of emptiness in his 
mind, which matches what is 
emphasized in the Chan/Zen 
thoughts. Emptiness is either a way 
to prepare for meditation, or a 
result after meditation.
However, one should also notice 
that such a misty feeling could also 
reflect Daoist thought, since the 
mountains hiding in deep clouds 
are usually where the immortals 
(	 Xian) lived. They believed that 
natural places provide the origin 
that gives birth to the whole world.
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The South Studio
Alone myself I lie in the South
Studio,
with clear mind and the empty
scene. 
Mountains come to my pillow,
But nothing enters my heart. 
Curtains are rolled up, and the
moon shines near my couch;
The screen blocks the wind that
would blow upon my seat. 
Looking forward to the Spring
that has not come yet,
It should be at the East of
Haimen.
Comment:
The first and second couplets both 
reflected Jia Dao’s Chan thoughts 
in this poem, where empty minds 
remain with no focus on sightseen 
(such a huge mountain is nothing 
in “my” heart).
As for “Haimen,” one could 
interpret it as a name of a place (in 
Jiangsu Province), or the estuary in 
general.
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Meditating at night
More and more crickets mean
autumn is deep;
Toads have already disappeared,
and the night should be late.
It is midnight—two branches 
of snow at my temples;
At once I thought of Shuangfeng
Temple, and the thought of Sizu. 
Comment:
Jia Dao recorded his midnight 
meditation as a process of the passing 
of time. 
One could probably have better 
understanding of this poem by 
interpreting “ Shuangfeng” as a 
temple (there was a temple by that 
name at Jia Dao’s time) and “
Sizu” as the fourth Chan master in 
Tang, which further suggests the 
author’s devout dedication to Chan 
Buddhism
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Passing a village at dusk
I hear the cold spring miles away,
Houses in the mountains have few
neighbors.
Weird birds cry in the wilderness,
The setting sun frightens the
traveler.
The new moon won’t last the
night,
The border beacon do not go
beyond Qin.
From beyond the bare mulberry
and cudrania, 
Smoke from cottages becomes
close to me. 
Comments:
Image here is not only still, but also 
gloomy. There are no white clouds 
but weird birds. This poem could 
probably be a disruption of Chan 
Buddhist serenity, which requires 
quietness and emptiness during 
meditation.
The third couplet can be difficult to 
understand. It literally means, “the 
moon has already risen up while the 
sun is still setting.” Another note 
might be helpful that “D Qin” here 
indicates the Northwestern China, 
and it probably was the place where 
Jia was located at the time.
Conclusion
By studying, translating and 
reviewing selected Jia Dao’s 
poems from a Buddhist 
perspective, one can find the 
image of emptiness and 
quietness in those poems, 
which was one of Jia’s main 
techniques used to convey a 
Chan/Zen Buddhist thought.
One might consider that the 
emptiness and quietness Jia
needed to do were either his 
preparation before a Chan/Zen 
meditation in order to make his 
work successful, or a result after 
his Chan/Zen work (emptiness 
and quietness reflected his 
peaceful mind after meditation).
However, one should also notice 
that though a Chan Buddhist 
perspective is a valid approach 
to interpret Jia Dao’s poetry, it is 
not the only way, because the 
interpretation of poems is 
ultimately a matter of 
judgment.
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Method
The project focuses on: To analyze 
the images and allusions in the 
author’s poems, and to clarify 
ambiguity with annotations in the 
comments following the 
translations.
